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The  Immortal  Life  of  Henrietta
Lacks.  By  Rebecca  Skloot.  New
York: Crown Publishing; 2010. 384
pp.  $26,  Hardcover.  ISBN:  978-
1400052172.
If you are employed in a biomedical
laboratory, it is likely that you have worked
with HeLa cells. Dependable and hardy,
these cells have been used for all manner
of scientific research: They’ve been shot
into space, exposed to radiation, and treated
with cocktails of steroids, hormones, cos-
metics, and infectious agents. They were
used to develop the polio vaccine, visual-
ize and analyze chromosomes, and tease
apart the choreography of mitosis. Count-
less discoveries have relied on HeLa, and
if you have these cells growing in your in-
cubator  or  stocked  away  in  your  lab’s
freezer, you know firsthand how valuable
they are.
What you may not know is HeLa’s ex-
traordinary origin story, which is the focus of
Rebecca Skloot’s book The Immortal Life of
Henrietta Lacks. Previously, very little was
known  about  Ms.  Lacks,  the  Baltimore
woman from whom HeLa cells were derived,
other than that she was a young black patient
in the segregated cancer ward at Johns Hop-
kins. Through meticulous research, includ-
ing interviews with the Lacks family, Skloot
constructs a more complete portrait of Hen-
rietta Lacks: beautiful, vivacious, and self-
lessly concerned for her family throughout
her unsuccessful treatment for cervical can-
cer. Lacks died when she was 31 years old,
unaware that the cells taken from her without
her knowledge or consent would one day be-
come a famous experimental tool.
In her book, Skloot positions the story
of Lacks and HeLa within the larger con-
text of the history of biomedical research
during the early and mid-twentieth century,
an era in which ethics were murky or ab-
sent, researchers built their own laboratory
equipment from scratch, and cell culture
was thought of as witchcraft. By doing so,
Skloot demonstrates that HeLa gave rise
not only to scientific discovery but the de-
velopment and standardization of vital re-
search  practices,  such  as  sterile  tissue
culture and National Institutes of Health-
imposed ethical guidelines. Skloot juxta-
poses these significant advances with the
injurious effects that HeLa has had on the
Lacks family, which has been harassed by
scientists and journalists alike, suggesting
that scientific progress unchecked by ethi-
cal practice generates victims.
This sprawling, engaging book is an
essential  read  for  those  interested  in
bioethics and the history of science, as well
as anyone who has ever wondered about
the woman behind the first immortalized
human cell line. The book begins with a
quotation  from  the  writer  Elie  Wiesel:
“…we must see in every person a universe
with its own secrets, with its own treasures,
with its own sources of anguish, and with
some measure of triumph.” This statement
refers not only to Henrietta Lacks, but also
to the history of biomedical research, which
includes misdeeds and mistakes intermin-
gled with successes and triumphs. 
Laura Ciaccia
Yale School of Medicine
Neuroanatomy  Through  Clinical
Cases. 2nd edition. By Hal Blumenfeld.
Sunderland, MA: Sinauer Associates
Inc.; 2010. 1006 pp. $78.95, Softcover.
ISBN: 978-0878930586.
The latest edition of Neuroanatomy
Through Clinical Cases is a comprehensive
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introductory  textbook.  It  is  specifically
aimed  at  medical  students  learning  neu-
roanatomy,  but  residents  in  the  neuro-
sciences also have been known to find it a
helpful reference. The book has two sepa-
rate but integrated parts. The first few chap-
ters and the first pages of later chapters are
standard didactic text, which is well-written
and concise. The second sections of most
chapters include clinical case presentations
intended to illustrate the key features of the
neurological system being discussed.  
One of the earlier chapters is dedicated
to the neurological exam. The maneuvers
are described in detail, with many accompa-
nying pictures. The companion Web site has
videos demonstrating and describing correct
techniques as well. The procedures are not
taught for purely rote memorization; basic
science rationales are provided. Explana-
tions of both normal and abnormal results
are included in a comprehensive and clear
manner.
Another notable early chapter provides
a solid introduction to neuroimaging. The
physics behind the subject are briefly ex-
plained, and the mechanisms for key modal-
ities are reviewed. A plethora of images are
used to identify key structures. The level of
detail is definitely enough for a clinical med-
ical student, and residents could find it use-
ful as a refresher.
The clinical cases presented in the text
include  relevant  physical  and  laboratory
findings and often imaging. The tables in-
cluded are great references, some ready to
be copied and carried in a white coat. Occa-
sionally,  principles  of  treatment  are  in-
cluded.
The improvements from the first edition
include a more readable color scheme and
page layout. There are some new cases, and
the basic science content has been revised
and updated. The companion Web site will
be fully released in Fall 2010. The new edi-
tion is more completely integrated with the
Web site, allowing for a more seamless use
of resources.
Overall, this book is a great introduc-
tion to clinical neuroanatomy. It is a read-
able and clean-looking text, and the price is
reasonable. The content is relevant to both
pre-clinical and clinical students and can
serve as a basic reference during residency.
Anthony Marfeo, MD
PGY-1, Harvard Longwood Psychiatry
Residency Program
An Introduction to Conservation Ge-
netics. 2nd edition. By R. Frankham, J.
D. Ballou, and D.A. Briscoe. Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press; 2009.
618  pp.  $75,  Paperback.  ISBN:  978-
0521702713.
The conservation of biological diversity
is a non-trivial ecological concern that has
grown  as  human  populations  have  ex-
panded. In Introduction to Conservation Ge-
netics, Frankham, Ballou, and Briscoe have
endeavored to provide a textbook to intro-
duce students to genetic analysis in conser-
vation biology. The resulting text maintains
an impressive fluidity and is both thorough
and instructive, but it has a few weaknesses
worth mentioning.
From start to finish, Conservation Ge-
netics maintains a coherent flow of infor-
mation.  Each  chapter  builds  upon,  and
frequently incorporates, lessons from previ-
ous chapters while reinforcing critical con-
cepts. These lessons are based on real data
from a variety of previous studies, giving
students a window into real problems that
conservation  biologists  face.  Moreover,
many of these examples are accompanied by
precise illustrations of the relevant organ-
isms. They are grayscale illustrations, which
limit their impact, but still enhance the read-
ing and learning experience. The book also
includes impressively instructive illustra-
tions to diagram gene-flow schemes, pedi-
grees, and other complex examples.
While  the  first  few  chapters  focus
largely on broad concepts, the authors dive
into mathematical concepts such as Chi-
squared analysis beginning in the fourth
chapter. As the book progresses, more com-
plex formulae are introduced, as are for-
mulae that can be derived from previously
presented equations. This progressive in-